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Variations in respiratory pathogen carriage among a homeless
population in a shelter for men in Marseille, France, March–July 2020:
cross-sectional 1-day surveys
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Abstract
We aimed to compare respiratory pathogen carriage by PCR during three different time periods in 2020 in sheltered homeless
people in Marseille, France. The overall prevalence of respiratory pathogen carriage in late March–early April (69.9%) was
significantly higher than in late April (42.3%) and mid-July (45.1%). Bacterial carriage significantly decreased between late
March–early April and late April. SARS-CoV-2 was detected only in late March–early April samples (20.6%). Measures aiming
at mitigating SARS-CoV-2 transmission were effective and also impacted bacterial carriage. Seasonal variations of bacterial
carriage between winter and summer in this population were not marked.
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Introduction

Crowded conditions in shelters without specific preven-
tive measures could facilitate the transmission of respira-
tory pathogens [1–3]. In previous studies conducted by
our team during the winter over the past two decades,
we observed a high prevalence of respiratory symptoms
and signs [1] and high carriage rates of both respiratory
viruses [2] and bacteria [3] among a sheltered homeless

population in Marseille, France. Seasonal variations of the
microbial community in the airways of adults and children
have been described in other populations [4, 5].

Homeless shelter A contains 283 places including emer-
gency (overnight stay) units with a rapid turnover (7–14
nights) and special (permanent stay) units dedicated to high-
risk sedentary homeless persons characterized by a high level
of poverty, poor hygiene, alcoholism, mental illness and
chronic diseases. In Marseille, the first case of COVID-19 in
the general population was diagnosed on 3 March 2020. The
epidemic peaked during the first week of April, remained
active until the end of April and strongly reduced in
July [6]. All residents were placed under strict lockdown
from 17 March to 11 May, in 2020, as for the entire
French population. Based on the preliminary information
that some homeless persons from this shelter presented
with COVID-19 symptoms, we organized a screening
campaign in collaboration with the staff in charge of these
shelters. In this study, we aimed to compare clinical re-
spiratory symptoms and respiratory viral and bacterial car-
riage during three different time periods (in early period
of lockdown, in late period of lockdown, in summer) in
the same population of sheltered homeless people in
Marseille, France.

* Philippe Gautret
philippe.gautret@club-internet.fr

1 IRD, AP-HM, SSA, VITROME, Aix Marseille Univ,
Marseille, France

2 IHU-Méditerranée Infection, Marseille, France
3 Family Medicine Department, Thai Binh University ofMedicine and

Pharmacy, Thai Binh, Vietnam
4 VITROME, Campus International IRD-UCAD de l’IRD,

Dakar, Senegal
5 Pneumology Department, Thai Binh University of Medicine and

Pharmacy, Thai Binh, Vietnam
6 IRD, AP-HM, SSA, MEPHI, Aix Marseille Univ, Marseille, France

European Journal of Clinical Microbiology & Infectious Diseases
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10096-020-04127-9

http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1007/s10096-020-04127-9&domain=pdf
http://orcid.org/0000-0002-1664-958X
mailto:philippe.gautret@club-internet.fr


Methods

Study population Cross-sectional 1-day surveys were orga-
nized in late March–early April (from 31 March to 6 April),
late April (22 and 23 April) and mid-July (16 July 2020) at
shelter A. Homeless people were recruited on a voluntary
basis. Medical staff administrated a standardized question-
naire addressing demographic information (sex, age, country
of origin) and any respiratory symptoms or fever (temperature
measured ≥ 37.8 °C) in the 2 weeks prior to sampling. Nasal
samples were systematically collected on transport media
using Sigma-Virocult® (Medical Wire, Corsham, UK).

PCR assay Real-time reverse transcription-PCR amplification
was used to confirm the presence of six bacteria (Moraxella
catarrhalis, Staphylococcus aureus, Haemophilus influenzae,
Streptococcus pneumoniae, Klebsiella pneumoniae [7] and
Acinetobacter baumannii [8] and eight types of viruses
(SARS-CoV-2 [9], influenza A [FluA], influenza B [FluB],
human rhinovirus [HRV], humanmetapneumovirus [HMPV],
human respiratory syncytial virus [HRSV] [7], adenovirus
[ADV] [10] and human coronavirus [HCoV] [11]), together
with internal controls (human beta-actin gene [12] and MS2
phage [7]) as previously described. HCoV-positive samples
were subsequently screened for HCoV-HKU1, HCoV-NL63,
HCoV-229E and HCoV-OC43 [2]. Results with cycle thresh-
old (CT) ≤ 35 were considered positive.

Statistical analysis Statistical procedures were performed
using STATA 11.1. We used Pearson’s chi-square or
Fisher’s exact tests to compare differences of percentage

between two groups of individuals where appropriate. The
chi-square test for R by C table was used to compare the
differences of proportions within three groups. Means of
quantitative data within three groups were compared using
analysis of variance (ANOVA test). A two-sided p value of
less than 0.05 was considered statistically significant.

Results

Overall, 207 homeless persons agreed to participate and
underwent nasal sampling at least on one date, accounting
for an estimated 56% of homeless people living at the shelter
at the time of enrolment. Of those, 126 were recruited in late
March–early April, 111 in late April and 71 in mid-July. Only
17 of 207 (13.4%) individuals were tested three times
(Supplementary Figure 1).

Demographics, chronic conditions and clinical status
(Table 1)

All individuals were male with a mean age of 47.1 years,
originating mostly from the African continent (67.6%).
There was no significant variation of age and birthplace ac-
cording to sampling time. Regarding clinical findings, the
highest symptom prevalence was observed in late March–
early April, with 38.1% reporting at least one respiratory
symptom or fever. The symptom prevalence decreased to
11.7% in late April and 5.6% in mid-July.

Fig. 1 Prevalence of respiratory pathogen carriage according to dates of inclusion (ns: p value > 0.05; *: p < 0.05; **: p < 0.01; ***: p < 0.001; other
viruses include FluA, FluB, MPV, HRSV, ADV, HCoV-HKU1, HCoV-NL63, HCoV-229E and HCoV-OC43)
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Prevalence of respiratory pathogens by real-time PCR
(Fig. 1)

Overall, 167 (54.2% of total samples, n = 308) tested positive
for at least one pathogen (Fig. 1). M. catarrhalis was the
pathogen most frequently detected, with 27.6% of all samples
testing positive, followed by S. aureus (17.2%) and
H. influenzae (7.5%). Among the viruses, high positivity rates
were observed for SARS-CoV-2 (8.4%). The percentage of
individuals who tested positive for HRV was 3.6%; other
viruses were negative.

The overall prevalence of respiratory pathogen carriage in
lateMarch–early April (69.9%) was significantly higher than in
late April (42.3%) and mid-July (45.1%). Bacterial carriage
significantly decreased between lateMarch–early April and late
April. SARS-CoV-2 was detected only in late March–early
April samples (20.6%). Bacterial carriage was not significantly
different between SARS-CoV-2 positive samples (42.7%) and
SARS-CoV-2 negative samples (47.1%), with p value = 0.78.
No deaths were reported during the study period.

Measures to mitigate the risk of SARS-COV-2
transmission

Measures to mitigate the risk of transmission in the homeless
population that were undertaken included strict lockdown,
avoiding gatherings of persons at the shelter, wearing a mask
in public, maintaining distance from others, washing hands
with soap and water frequently and for at least 20 s, practicing
cough etiquette and avoiding touching the eyes, nose or mouth
with unwashed hands. Individuals testing positive for SARS-
CoV-2 were moved to special facilities for COVID-19

homeless patient isolation or kept in single rooms at the shelter
with strict isolation measures for 14 days.

Discussion

As in previous studies conducted in sheltered homeless pop-
ulations in Marseille, we observed high rates of bacterial col-
onization and comparatively very low rates of common virus
carriage [3]. High carriage rates of SARS-CoV-2 were ob-
served, confirming that homeless people are at high risk for
COVID-19 [13, 14]. The secondary bacterial infections are
potentially common among SARS-CoV-2 (or SARS-CoV or
MERS-CoV) patients [15] but the bacterial carriage did not
significantly differed between SARS-CoV-2 carriers and
those negative for this virus in our study.

Measures aimed at mitigating SARS-CoV-2 transmission
were very effective, and no new case was documented during
the last two sampling campaigns. Similar shelter-based infec-
tion control measures were recommended in Boston, USA
[16]. In a UK study, the multivariable probabilistic sensitivity
analysis suggested that such measures could avoid many
deaths and infections in homeless shelters [17]. Interestingly,
a transient but significant decrease of bacterial carriage was
also observed in April. To the best of our knowledge, no study
has reported the effects of measures aimed at mitigating
SARS-CoV-2 transmission on the variation of respiratory bac-
terial carriage in the context of homeless shelters. Bacterial
colonization tended to increase again in July, suggesting that
seasonal variations of bacterial carriage between winter and
summer in this population are not marked.

Table 1 Characteristics of homeless population according to dates of inclusion

Characteristics Total screened
N=207

Late March–early April
N=126

Late April
N=111

Mid-July
N=71

p value1

Age (years) (204) Range (min-max) 21–94 21–91 21–91 24–91

Mean ± SD 47.1±16.0 46.2±16.0 48.5±15.5 46.6±16.9 0.527

Birthplace (207) Europe, n (%) 56 (27.1) 32 (25.4) 34 (30.6) 19 (26.8) 0.9
Africa, n (%) 140 (67.6) 85 (67.5) 72 (64.9) 48 (67.8)

Asia, n (%) 10 (4.8) 8 (6.3) 4 (3.6) 4 (5.6)

America, n (%) 1 (0.5) 1 (0.8) 1 (0.9) 0 (0)

Presence of respiratory
symptom and fever (207)

At least one symptom, n (%) N/A 40 (31.8) 13 (11.7) 4 (5.6) <10−4

Cough n (%) 19(15.1) 6 (5.4) 3 (2.8) 0.009

Rhinorrhoea, n (%) 15(11.9) 5 (4.5) 0 (0) 0.003

Dyspnoea, n (%) 11 (8.7) 1 (0.9) 0 (0) 0.003

Sore throat, n (%) 6 (4.7) 2 (1.8) 0 (0) 0.1

Fever, n (%) 10 (7.9) 1 (0.9) 1 (1.4) 0.009

Abbreviation: SD standard deviation, N/A not applicable
1 Comparison within the three periods of inclusion
2Number of individuals for whom data was available
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Our study has several limitations. Notably, the population
was not randomly and homogenously recruited. The propor-
tion of paired samples was very low, due to the high mobility
of this group and a low acceptance rate during the last two
sampling campaigns. Themedical histories of participants and
individual adherence to preventive measures were not
documented.

Supplementary Information The online version contains supplementary
material available at https://doi.org/10.1007/s10096-020-04127-9.
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